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On Aug. 14, between 1,200 and 1,300 Salvadoran refugees were stranded at the Honduran border,
result of an impasse between the Salvadoran army, the refugees and US religious groups. The
refugees' convoy of 36 buses and 116 trucks carrying their belongings was halted in Honduras about
500 yards from the border late on Aug. 13. They had left the Mesa Grande refugee camp 30 miles
to the north under an accord established among the refugees, the Salvadoran government and the
UN High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR), which is overseeing the repatriation. Many of the
refugees had lived in the camp since the beginning of the Salvadoran civil war in 1979. On Aug. 13,
the Salvadoran Interior Ministry initiated a census of those refugees that voluntarily return home
and the military launched an intense security operation at the border post of El Poy, 54 miles north
of the capital, to supervise the refugees' return. According to the UNHCR's regional representative
for Central America, Panama and the Caribbean, Jose Maria Mendiluce, "There are at least 1,300
people in the caravan, almost half of them children." Members of the US Embassy and US military
advisers were on hand to observe the arrival of the refugees on Saturday. Doctors and a medical
assistance group were also present at the border. The refugees were accompanied by a group of US
religious workers, headed by a group called Going Home, headquartered in Washington. Going
Home is an interfaith organization supporting Salvadoran refugees. It participated last October
in the first big repatriation of Salvadoran refugees from Honduras. (Ed. note: The total number of
religious workers on site to accompany the refugees was unclear. For instance, the Agence FrancePresse reported 37, and UPI and AP, 15. It is likely that the Going Home delegation was comprised
of 15 persons, and another 12 from other church groups.) The Salvadoran government and military
insisted that the refugees could not bring the US religious workers across the border with them, but
the refugees have said they will not enter the country without them. Mendiluce said the presence
of the US church workers was not contemplated in the accord. Salvadoran Interior Minister Edgar
Belloso Funes told reporters at the border on Aug. 14 that his government "welcomes with open
arms" the Salvadoran refugees. "But the so-called internationalists among them are using our
brothers for strictly political ends. They (the foreigners) are coming here to break our laws, and I
have orders from the highest level that they not be permitted entry," he said. Spokesperson for the
Going Home delegation, Luis Vitale, a Roman Catholic priest from Oakland, Calif., said: "We are
here at the refugees' request. Members of the US church are worried about the refugees' safety."
Vitale described the situation as follows: "This is part of the Salvadoran government's continuing
efforts to obstruct the refugees' return," he said, adding that all members of his delegation had
visas for El Salvador. Amadeo Lopez, 20, a returning refugee and member of the community's
directorate, told foreign journalists that the group insists on the entry of the US church workers.
"All we want is to be permitted to return freely to our places of origin." The refugees have said
they want to return to Teocate and San Antonio de los Ranchos, located in northern Chalatenango
department in areas defined as a combat zone by the military. Col. Ciro Lopez, commander of the
4th Brigade, which is in charge of the combat zone, said Aug. 13 the return of the refugees will "be
beneficial to the FMLN...The refugees have been in Mesa Grande for at least eight years, a camp
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 074416
ISSN: 1089-1560

that has been periodically visited by the FMLN. Many of these people have been indoctrinated by
the guerrillas." On Aug. 13, Col. Mauricio Ernesto Vargas, chief of the army's military operations,
said: "We are not going to allow the so-called internationalists (communists) to take advantage of
the situation and mix with the compatriots who are returning...There are special army brigades to
help the refugees and leave them in a secure place. "The terrorists have spread the idea that those
who return are going to be captured, which could not be further from the truth. There is a history
of respect for human rights and protection for those who return to their country, and if they are
Salvadoran they have the right to live in their country." After sleeping under their vehicles on the
evening of Aug. 13, the refugees spent the following day sitting in an area near the border, with
many of the children in apparent need of medical help. Meanwhile, El Salvador's Catholic Church,
represented by Monsignor Ricardo Urioste, attempted to mediate among the refugees, government
officials and the army. Negotiations broke off on the afternoon of Aug. 14, Belloso Funes returned
to San Salvador. Talks were to be resumed on the morning of Aug. 15. The armed forces consider
the three Salvadoran refugee camps in Honduras part of the rear guard of guerrillas. About 4,300
refugees returned in 1987. Prior to this recent attempt at repatriation, about 15,000 Salvadoran
refugees remained in the camps. (Basic data from UPI, 08/13/88, 08/14/88; AP, AFP, 08/14/88)
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